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Some of the ideas in this article grew out of discussions dur-
ing the 21st Annual Military History Seminar at the University
of North Texas in 2003. An earlier version of the article ap-
peared in Armed Diplomacy (Combat Studies Institute, Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas, 2003).

IN AN Atlantic Monthly article “Ten Rules for
Managing the World,” Robert Kaplan lists “Re-

membering the Philippines” as rule 7. Kaplan em-
phasizes that among the lessons of the United States’
first successful encounter with overseas guerrilla
warfare in the Philippines is the importance of sol-
diers destroying a military resistance. Civic action
and nationbuilding are important, even vital, elements
of a military occupation and a long peace, but the
military defeat of the enemy must come first.

Kaplan also stresses the vital roles military offic-
ers, particularly junior and field-grade officers, play.
Lacking the means and the inclination to follow a
centrally directed, one-size-fits-all counterinsurgency
strategy, they structured their own local pacification
campaigns. By adjusting to the nature of enemy re-
sistance and geographic and socioeconomic condi-
tions in their areas of operations, the officers devel-
oped effective local counterinsurgency policies for
what was, essentially, a localized resistance.1

Nationbuilding orNationbuilding orNationbuilding orNationbuilding orNationbuilding or
Benevolent Assimilation?Benevolent Assimilation?Benevolent Assimilation?Benevolent Assimilation?Benevolent Assimilation?

When historians, if not journalists, assess the les-
sons of the Philippines for today’s peacemakers, they
must first define their terms. Today’s audiences are
familiar with terms such as peace enforcement and
nationbuilding that officers a century ago did not use
and, in some cases, did not even conceive of as mis-
sions.

Whether historians should continue to use archaic,
but historically correct, terminology or adapt to cur-
rent usage is not just academic hairsplitting; it has
important ramifications when assessing historical les-
sons and the utility of history. I am not enamored of
the terms nationbuilding, military operations other
than war, or peace enforcement, which are politi-

cally correct, bureaucratically directed, and so vague
that more often than not they cause confusion rather
than clarity. In most cases, the terms imperial forces
used—savage warfare, pacification, punitive expe-
ditions, chastisement, imperial policing—are far more
accurate.

Only by using the most convoluted reasoning can
one describe the U.S. military mission in the Philip-
pines as nationbuilding. In 1898, U.S. President Wil-
liam McKinley did not intend to preserve or create
a separate Philippine nation. His position, which he
maintained in the face of much evidence to the con-
trary, was that Commodore George Dewey’s vic-
tory at Manila Bay had effectively shattered Span-
ish government in the Philippines, rendering it
necessary to “send an army of occupation to the
Philippines for the twofold purpose of completing the
reduction of Spanish power . . . and of giving order
and security to the islands while [they were] in the
possession of the United States.”2

McKinley was emphatic that the United States
held the Philippines not for its own benefit, but for
the good of the Filipinos. American rule would pro-
vide them with as much individual freedom, govern-
ment, education, internal development, and legal pro-
tection as they could safely absorb. McKinley
perhaps best summed up this policy in December
1898 as “benevolent assimilation, substituting the mild
sway of justice and right for arbitrary rule.”3 Within
this context, McKinley saw the Army’s mission as
one of occupying the rest of the archipelago “to pro-
tect the natives in their homes, in their employments,
and in their personal and religious rights.”

Some argue that implicit in McKinley’s rhetoric
was the promise that if the Filipinos demonstrated
their fitness for self-government, they would be freed
of American tutelage. But such a time was a long
way off. From the beginning, the McKinley Admin-
istration denied the archipelago the territorial status
accorded to Hawaii and Puerto Rico and made it
clear that “between the people of the ceded islands
and the United States the former are subject to the
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complete sovereignty of the latter.”4 To McKinley,
the Philippines were essentially a colony, not a na-
tion in the making.5

The U.S. Army officer corps’ views reflected
those of U.S. political leaders. Most officers, includ-
ing a minority who opposed annexation, held pater-
nalistic and racist views inimical to nationbuilding.6
Indeed, to these officers, the numerous civic
projects; the construction of schools, roads, and mar-
kets; and the suppression of banditry, slavery, and
violence were justified because the “natives” were
unfit to rule themselves and would continue to be
so for the foreseeable future.7 Numerous parallels
Army officers drew between their service against
Native Americans and the inhabitants of the Philip-
pines, particularly the Moros, are further evidence
of the Army’s view of its mission.

Army officers like Major Hugh Lenox Scott, Mili-
tary Governor of the Sulu Archipelago, who had ex-
tensive civil and military experience with Indians and
Moros, argued that both were “children of the world,”
requiring “paternal forbearance.”8 Scott felt his task
was not to create a nation, but to serve as “precep-
tor to those whom, from the point of view of civi-
lized mankind, our government regarded as less ad-
vanced than we.” Scott served with great distinction
for 3 years as governor in the Sulu Archipelago and
worked, at considerable cost to his health, to bring
social, political, and economic benefits to the Moros.
But, when a new professional opportunity arose, he
had no qualms in leaving, for, as he said, “I was not
a missionary, but a soldier.”9

The term nationbuilding is inadequate to describe
American military policy in the Philippines, but we

must exercise caution in substituting the term be-
nevolent assimilation, although benevolent assimila-
tion was one of the pillars of U.S. military policy in
the Philippines and, in some regions, perhaps the most
important single aspect of the U.S. occupation.

The U.S. Army rapidly turned Manila, one of the
pestholes of Asia, into a model city. Millions of dol-
lars and man-hours were expended dredging
Manila’s harbor; hiring crews to clean the streets;
flushing out sewers and canals; building roads; and
instituting a host of other civic reforms. Between July
1899 and June 1900, the Board of Health vaccinated
114,000 Filipinos for smallpox, contained an outbreak
of bubonic plague, and cut the death rate by disease
from 1,090 in November 1899 to 599 in June 1900.10

Emphasis on civic action continued as the Army
expanded into Luzon’s countryside and other islands.
Wherever military garrisons were stationed, soldiers
built schools, roads, and health clinics, and trained
police forces. These were tangible signs of Ameri-
can Progressivism.

Benevolent assimilation was also evident in the
perception and treatment of Filipino civilians. Ac-
cording to McKinley, Americans should act in such
a manner “that our flag may be no less beloved in
the mountains of Luzon and the fertile zones of
Mindanao and Negros than it is at home, that there
as here it shall be the revered symbol of liberty, en-
lightenment, and progress in every avenue of devel-
opment.”11

After fighting broke out on 4 February 1899,
McKinley insisted that armed resistance was caused
by a combination of ignorance and the “sinister
ambition of a few leaders of the Filipinos,” telling
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The Manila Fire Department displays its new equipment
outside a U.S. Army headquarters building, 1899.
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Congress: “We are not waging war against the in-
habitants of the Philippine Islands. A portion of them
are making war against the United States. By far
the greater part of the inhabitants recognize Ameri-
can sovereignty and welcome it as a guarantee of
order and of security for life, property, freedom of
conscience, and the pursuit of happiness. To them
full protection will be given. They shall not be aban-
doned. We will not leave the destiny of the loyal mil-
lions in the islands to the disloyal thousands who are
in rebellion against the United States.”12

In this and other declarations, McKinley made it
clear that uplifting and protecting the civilian popu-
lation were central to the Army’s mission. But, he
was equally clear that the United States had an ab-
solute right to direct the future of the Philippines;
there would be no compromise with those who op-
posed U.S. authority.

Superseding establishment of a colonial govern-
ment or instituting social reform, McKinley ordered
that military government “be extended with all pos-
sible dispatch to the whole of the ceded territory.”13

His directive imposed a timetable on U.S. forces that
contradicted his claim that armed resistance to
American authority would soon collapse as a result
of internal contradictions.

The order to extend military control and
McKinley’s refusal to recognize the legitimacy of
Philippine President Emilio Aguinaldo’s government
contributed to the outbreak of fighting on 4 Febru-
ary 1899 and greatly influenced military strategy. For
example, in early 1899, despite his wish to concen-
trate on military objectives in central Luzon (that
is, Aguinaldo’s army), the commanding general in

the Philippines, Major General
Elwell S. Otis, had to dispatch
troops to subsidiary theaters such
as Negros, Mindanao, Panay, and
the Sulu Archipelago. And, cor-
rectly or not, Otis remained con-
vinced Aguinaldo’s army was the
center of gravity, but he also had
to fulfill McKinley’s orders to pro-
vide government, stability, and pro-
tection to the inhabitants.

In December 1899, after U.S.
forces destroyed Aguinaldo’s
army, the need to extend military
government became more para-
mount. The number of U.S. garri-
sons increased from 53 in Novem-
ber 1899 to over 400 a year later.
Otis’s successor, Army Major
General Arthur MacArthur, ac-
cused Otis of squandering man-
power and failing to concentrate

sufficient forces to secure decisive results, even
though Otis had increased the number of garri-
sons by almost a hundred.

Only with great difficulty can we define the
Army’s mission as nationbuilding, which is not to say
that some aspects of the Army’s mission did not in-
volve similar tasks—restoring law and order for ex-
ample. Restoring law and order occurred on vari-
ous levels, from Otis drawing up a new legal code
for the archipelago to the individual garrison com-
manders establishing police forces; providing secu-
rity for merchants and public officials; and suppress-
ing bandits, religious sects, and guerrillas.

Army officers were deeply involved in restoring
the Philippine economy and establishing markets,
encouraging investment, removing oppressive tariffs,
and opening up trade. In the process, they often ran
into strong opposition from colleagues who sought
to use economic warfare as a tool to crush resis-
tance. Moreover, many of these efforts (in educa-
tion, in government, and in diminishing the influence
of the Church, in establishing a functioning bureau-
cracy and an independent judiciary) were essential
steps in creating a Philippine state.

The Philippine experience provides important
practical lessons about nationbuilding that today’s
officers should study, but at a fundamental level, the
U.S. military in the Philippines was not engaged in
nationbuilding because that was not what it was or-
dered to do. Neither McKinley, his subordinate se-
nior commanders, nor the officers charged with en-
forcing government policy in the archipelago
envisioned an independent Philippine nation emerg-
ing from their efforts.
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Army officers discuss with a captured insurgent captain, the
fate of ladrones (bandits, 1st and 4th from left) who murdered

the captain’s family while he was
confined in the guardhouse,

Tayabas Province, Luzon, 1900.
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The Nature of the WarThe Nature of the WarThe Nature of the WarThe Nature of the WarThe Nature of the War
If U.S. officers wish to fol-

low Kaplan’s admonition to
“Remember the Philippines,”
they must understand the na-
ture of the war that occurred
there. Current U.S. academic
orthodoxy, promulgated in text-
books, journals, and television
documentaries, holds that the
war was little more than an
exercise in racism, cruelty, and
perhaps even genocide.14 Phil-
ippine nationalist scholars
present an equally distorted
view of revolutionaries rising
up in arms against imperialists
and collaborationist plutocrats.
To appreciate the war and to
draw effective lessons from it,
we must understand the nature
of the insurgent challenge and U.S. pacification.

The insurgent challenge. Because benevolent
assimilation placed a premium on Filipino coopera-
tion, it was incumbent on the insurgents to prevent
such collaboration and impose their own control on
the population. In many respects, this was but an
extension to the entire archipelago of policies and
methods Americans had already practiced in the
small area of American control in 1899.

As the Americans moved into the provinces, lo-
cal guerrilla commanders issued proclamations that
emphasized the duty of all Filipinos to resist the in-
vaders and declared that anyone who helped the en-
emy was a traitor subject to the most severe pun-
ishment. The insurgents learned that terror was a
potent counterargument to what they termed the
Americans’ “policy of attraction.” Indeed, within 4
days of the outbreak of war, they executed the
mayor of a Manila suburb who attempted to sur-
render to the United States.15

The guerrillas singled out collaborators’ property
for destruction, although often the destruction of
private property was indiscriminate and intended to
intimidate entire communities as much as to punish
individuals. As the Americans occupied more and
more towns, public attacks on collaborators became
more common, and the reported burnings, kidnap-
pings, tortures, and killings eventually numbered
in the hundreds, with thousands of incidents un-
reported.16

Shadow governments. From the beginning, the
revolutionaries and insurgents sought to deny the
Americans the means to implement local govern-
ment. In some areas, the revolutionaries created
shadow governments to collect taxes, enforce the

law, and provide social services to supporters. Some
Filipinos held positions with insurgent governments
as well as with the American Government. They
cooperated wholeheartedly with the occupiers in so-
cial reforms such as sanitation, schools, and roads,
while at the same time punishing collaborators and
raising taxes to support local guerrilla forces.17 De-
spite the fact that Americans were convinced that
virtually every Filipino officeholder was playing a
double game, a number of factors inhibited the es-
tablishment of shadow governments, chief of which
was the lack of central direction—or, all too often,
any direction—over the resistance.

From December 1899 on, Aguinaldo remained a
fugitive who had little control over or communica-
tion with his subordinates on Luzon or with the even
more decentralized resistance movements in the rest
of the archipelago. As a result, no one oversaw and
coordinated the actions of the local revolutionary
governments. Aguinaldo and his supporters were
slow to recognize their potential and pursued instead
a policy of strict noncompliance with the occupiers.
All civic officials were expected to refuse to serve
in American-controlled governments; indeed, all con-
tact between the Filipino population and the Ameri-
cans was discouraged. Many insurgent command-
ers issued proclamations declaring that all towns that
accepted U.S. rule would be destroyed and their
populations killed. In some areas, this even took the
form of depopulating towns and removing their in-
habitants to “safe” districts. Although these mea-
sures achieved some temporary success, in the long
run they greatly helped the Americans.

Unable to survive in the countryside, refugees
drifted back to their ancestral homes and fell under
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A Gatlin gun
crew of the
30th Infantry in
Culi-Culi, outer
Manila, 1899.
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U.S. authority. In part because of insurgent attacks,
they soon found their lives depended on coopera-
tion with the military. The elites who were the core
of insurgent leadership soon found that life in the
boondocks was physically debilitating and kept them
separated from their businesses and families. As the
Americans increased pressure against them through
confiscation, fines, and arrests, they found their policy
of noncompliance harder and harder to sustain.

Because of the fractious, even fratricidal, nature
of local resistance movements, local government of-
ficials were often caught between the forces of ri-
val guerrilla chiefs. In one province, for example, a
local commander protested that his rivals were un-
dercutting his efforts to establish shadow govern-
ments by murdering anyone who took civic office.18

And, the shadow governments were extremely vul-
nerable. One informant, one captured document, one
botched entry in the civic accounts, one suspicious
incident could alert the military garrison. This vul-
nerability greatly increased over time, especially af-
ter it became clear the Americans were winning, and
the number of Filipinos with a vested interest in the
new colonial government increased.

American pacification. Like the Filipino resis-
tance, American pacification or counterinsurgency
was essentially regional. But unlike Filipino resis-
tance, it always had an element of centralized con-
trol and direction by Army and Navy headquarters
in Manila. American military strategy in 1899 was
to eliminate Filipino conventional forces and, while
defeating those forces, establish military government,
suppress armed resistance, and pacify (that is, im-

pose control, law, and order over) the population.
Doing so required more than just occupying the ma-
jor cities; it required taking the war into the boon-
docks.

Importance of local commanders. The Philip-
pine War overwhelmingly confirms the absolute ne-
cessity of having officers of character, initiative, and
humanity in counterinsurgency operations. From
Manila, the U.S. high command promulgated poli-
cies, but the officers who dealt with the population
daily were key to their implementation. Indeed, as
one observer concluded, “It is a fact that the dispo-
sition of nearly every town in the archipelago de-
pends upon the officer or officers who have been
commanding in that town.”19 Hundreds of small gar-
risons—scattered, isolated, and surrounded by a hos-
tile or apathetic populace—had to establish order in
their immediate neighborhoods.

The garrison commanders led patrols into the
mountains and jungles, fought the guerrillas, and
rooted out shadow governments in their towns. On
their own initiative, they raised and armed irregulars;
established working relations with local political fig-
ures; negotiated surrenders with guerrilla chiefs; built
intelligence networks; and constructed roads,
schools, and dispensaries. To villagers and guerril-
las, they came to represent the United States and
its promise of honest, effective, progressive govern-
ment. In a war that was fought essentially by local
forces for local control, the garrison commander’s
role was crucial to securing an American victory.

Garrisoning. U.S. pacification in the 1900s was
based as much on the occupation of hostile territory
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Insurgents march during
surrender ceremonies at Santa
Cruz, Laguna Province, 1901.
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as on active field operations. Ultimately, U.S. troops
occupied over 600 towns. In the process, the Army
became deeply embedded within Philippine society.

With few exceptions, companies were stationed
at one or two posts during their entire 12- to 16-
month tours of duty; regiments were stationed in only
one or two provinces; and brigadier generals com-
manded only one military district. This structure led
to a number of important results. Soldiers became
familiar with the terrain and learned to move effi-
ciently through such natural obstacles as hemp,
jungle, swamp, mountains, and rivers. They learned
where guerrilla hideouts were; where the best sites
for ambushes or observation stations were; and how
the seasons affected the roads. Over time, soldiers
learned the best methods of patrolling in their areas
and the best formations for preventing ambushes,
surrounding villages, and attacking guerrilla camps.

Long service in one garrison area provided sol-
diers with extensive local contacts with the popula-
tion, which enabled them to learn enough of the lan-
guage to communicate; develop a network of spies
and guides; and augment their meager manpower
with Filipino paramilitaries such as police, armed
guards, and local militia. Local officers implemented
reforms that appealed to the people in their areas.
In some places, it might be a road network that
allowed farmers to bring their produce to markets.
In others, it might be the suppression of bandits and
sects or the removal of corrupt and oppressive
officials.

Civil and military duties. In contrast to today’s
Army, which makes clear distinctions between
warfighting and other missions, the Army of 1900
had extensive duties in civil administration. Until July
1901, the Army’s commanding general was also the
governor of the Philippines. This dual command ex-
tended downward to colonels, who served as regi-
mental commanders and provincial governors, and
to captains and lieutenants, who led their troops in
the field while also serving as town mayors, customs
officials, police chiefs, tax collectors, civil judges,
chief engineers, and sanitation inspectors.

The U.S. Army in the Philippines made such tran-
sitions smoothly and quickly. Soldiers did not com-
plain that such duty was not their real mission or that
constabulary duty was destroying their combat ef-
fectiveness. Soldiers hunted guerrillas but continued
to teach school; build roads; provide medicine and
treatment; ensure religious toleration; and in other
ways, demonstrate the benefits of colonial rule.

The Army sought to avoid actions that would alien-
ate either Americans or Filipinos. Most Army offic-
ers were highly effective civil administrators. They
were honest, could handle paperwork and detail, and
made timely decisions. Many had surprisingly good
people skills. There is no reason to doubt the sin-
cerity of the popular testimonials that many officers
garnered from the local population.

The Americans might not have liked the Filipinos,
viewing them as racial inferiors, but that did not pre-
vent soldiers from doing a great deal of good. Many
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occupy a rice paddy
dike during operations
against insurgents, 1899.
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soldiers saw no contradiction between detesting the
Filipinos as a people and liking them as individuals.
The soldiers advocated strong measures against
guerrillas and protested any imposition of the same
measures on “their” townspeople. The U.S. victory
in the Philippines depended a great deal on the will-
ingness of a sufficient number of officers to accept
civil responsibilities as an essential part of pacifica-
tion.

Coercion. However great their emotional satis-
faction with building schools and eliminating sickness,
American officers recognized that “the military ob-
jective, the defeat of the guerrillas, was the most es-
sential of their tasks.”20 Because the guerrillas used
the population as a source for logistics, information,
manpower, and shelter, the Americans were soon
driven to punish individuals and communities. U.S.
soldiers destroyed crops, farms, boats, and livestock
in areas suspected of aiding guerrillas, and they ex-
acted what one officer termed “most just retribu-
tion and retaliation” for attacks on American troops.21

Such destruction grew in frequency and scope, and
while these sanctions were justified under military
law, they also reflected the conviction among many
officers that “the judicious application of the torch
is the most humane way of waging such a war.”22

The level of retaliation depended on officers’ per-
ceptions of the guerrilla forces’ strength and popu-
lar support. One officer in a province widely, if mis-
takenly, believed to be pacified wrote to his wife: “I
have never burnt a house yet or cut a tree, or
whipped a native or hung one, and I don’t intend to.
If we can’t conquer these savages without resort-
ing to Spanish methods, my notion is that we had
much better quit these islands, and let them have
them.”23

On Panay, for much of 1900, there appears to
have been an effort to restrict punishment only to
the guilty.24 In southeastern Luzon, an area where
the level of resistance was perhaps the greatest in
the archipelago, there was far more support for re-
taliation. As early as February 1900, the district com-
mander ordered that “communities that harbor crimi-
nals and permit them to operate against the United
States will have to suffer in some way for the acts
of the criminals themselves.”25 Despite some pro-
test, most officers in the area appear to have ac-
cepted this principle of collective responsibility. One
officer said of an especially recalcitrant area that “it
will be extremely difficult to control that section of
the district except by burning all the towns where
insurgents are harbored, thereby compelling people
to come into the towns during the wet season.”26

Another officer, directing a sweep through the coun-
tryside, commented, “My suggestion is to burn freely
and kill every man who runs.”27 By 1901, one pa-

trol burned 180,000 pounds of rice and 60,000 pounds
of corn in slightly more than a week.28 Such mea-
sures imposed great hardships on both guerrillas and
noncombatants, but they proved essential in shattering
guerrilla resistance and winning popular accep-
tance—however grudging—of U.S. rule.

Joint operations. The geography of the Philip-
pine archipelago forced the Army and Navy to col-
laborate on amphibious operations. After a rocky
start, largely caused by the egos of respective se-
nior commanders, the services cooperated quite well.
The Navy, which blockaded all unoccupied ports,
effectively ending inter-island trade and preventing
the rebels from communicating with each other or
receiving outside support, was key in making the
Philippine War a series of regional struggles and not
a national revolution. The Navy also gave the
Americans the ability to land and strike all along the
coast. One such operation captured Aguinaldo.

Innovation and adaptation. The Army went to
war with tactics designed for European battlefields
that proved well suited for fighting in jungles, moun-
tains, and rice paddies. The Army adapted these tac-
tics to local conditions. In one province, the threat
might be small groups of snipers who kept up a con-
stant harassing fire on occupied towns; in another,
it might be primitive headhunters; in a third, it could
be hordes of machete-wielding religious fanatics; in
a fourth, it might be Muslim tribesmen fighting from
behind the walls of stone fortresses and practicing
ritual suicide. With only a few exceptions, U.S. flex-
ibility, small-unit cohesion, and leadership from the
front by officers and noncommissioned officers
(NCOs) proved sufficient to overcome these var-
ied challenges.

Intelligence. Often it is said that in low-inten-
sity conflicts intelligence is the most important as-
set, but the Army’s effort in the Philippines was quite
uneven: intelligence services were small—usually
one or two officers and a few translators—and their
duties unclear. The high command—especially
Otis—was slow to establish a more efficient or ac-
curate system.

For most of his information, Otis relied on upper-
class Filipino collaborators who tended to tell him
what he wanted to hear—that the Filipino people
desired U.S. rule and that only a small group of war-
lords, brigands, and terrorists were opposed to it. Otis
passed this misinformation on to McKinley. Arthur
MacArthur, who took over as commanding general
in May 1900, had a far better grasp of the need for
intelligence; nevertheless, not until 13 December
1900 was intelligence reorganized under the Divi-
sion of Military Information, which was charged
with translating documents and relaying vital infor-
mation promptly to field units. The most productive
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Army intelligence came from the local town and
provincial officers.

Because the benevolent-assimilation policy placed
so much emphasis on civil affairs, post command-
ers were required to collect an impressive amount
of data on local conditions that often had great mili-
tary value. Thus, in creating civil governments or
police forces; in auditing town finances; or in mak-
ing alliances with town councilors or clergy, offic-
ers often were able to destroy shadow governments,
arrest guerrillas posing as “amigos,” and secure hid-
den weapons.29

Logistics. One of the great strengths of the U.S.
Army in the Philippine War was that it could put the
bulk of its forces into combat infantry units, not into
logistics and other support. Logistics were quite primi-
tive by our standards and were often appallingly bad.
Thousands of troops were sent home as invalids,
many of whom subsequently died, because of the
Army’s outright incompetence and inability to pro-
vide decent food, shelter, and medicine. Nonethe-
less, the Americans could do what their opponents
could not—sustain troops in the field. Indeed, Fili-
pino guerrillas who avoided military defeat often sur-
rendered because of starvation and disease. More-
over, primitive logistics enabled the Army to put
roughly 60 to 70 percent of its manpower into its
combat formations. By comparison, in Vietnam, the
Army required nine service troops to support one
combat infantryman.

Filipino auxiliaries. Throughout the Philippine
War, U.S. military forces were terribly undermanned.
At their peak, U.S. forces numbered 70,000 and usu-
ally totaled no more than 45,000. Because of Army
accounting practices, transfers, detached duty, and
sickness, the average rifle strength of Army forces
was about 26,000—and this to occupy, pacify, and
administer nearly 8 million Filipinos. From the begin-
ning, the Americans relied on Filipinos for help, first
with logistics (employing over 100,000 Filipinos in
1899 alone), then as scouts and police, and finally,
as armed units.

The American military was able to enlist Filipino
auxiliaries in a number of ways. Many Filipinos op-
posed the Philippine Republic and nationalist or re-
gional revolutionary leadership on tribal, religious, or
personal grounds. The Philippine Scouts were origi-
nally irregular warriors raised from the town of
Macabebe for service against guerrillas in the
swamps of Luzon. Having served the Spanish for
decades, the Macabebes were brutally persecuted
by Aguinaldo’s predominantly Tagalog supporters
when the latter took over Pampanga Province.

On Samar, the Americans raised a scout unit from
among hemp merchant families who were losing
economic and political power as a result of insur-
gent exactions. By the war’s end, over 15,000 Fili-
pinos served in officially recognized Scout or con-

stabulary units and did quite well under American
officers, so much so that by 1905, with the excep-
tion of the Moro provinces, locally raised forces car-
ried out the bulk of military operations in the archi-
pelago.

Occasionally, in direct violation of orders from
Manila, local officers also raised a number of se-
cret paramilitary units. A combination of revenge,
religious zeal, and self-preservation prompted sec-
tarians of the Guardia de Honor to join the Ameri-
cans against anti-clerical revolutionaries in La Union
Province. In western Mindanao, local Muslim chiefs
viewed the Catholics in the revolutionary forces with
hatred born of centuries of warfare and did such a
good job of suppressing them Americans faced little
armed resistance.

In many towns, officers solicited help from land-
owners, businessmen, or political figures abused
by local guerrillas. These elites raised militias that
freed U.S. forces from town security duties and
joined garrison soldiers to hunt guerrillas in the boon-
docks. Town police forces, much maligned in some
areas, proved efficient counterinsurgency forces in
others. As in many successful U.S. counterin-
surgencies, the ability of local officers to adapt,
adjust, and innovate was what often determined
whether local forces played significant roles in
pacification.

Lessons LearnedLessons LearnedLessons LearnedLessons LearnedLessons Learned
Kaplan is correct in asserting that today’s mili-

tary officers should “Remember the Philippines.”
American pacification of the archipelago offers a
treasure trove of lessons on counterinsurgency
procedures and is an unsurpassed case study of the
dynamics of non-Marxist agrarian regional insur-
gency. Thus, at all levels, from the creation and
implementation of broad civil-military policies to the
vital role played by civil-military projects to the
utilitarian techniques of bush warfare, the war in
the Philippines teaches a great deal. But, there is a
reason the Philippine experience has been ignored
by virtually all U.S. officers for over a century. The
war was complex and confusing and defies conven-
tional military analysis. Officers must truly think out-
side the box and be willing to engage in intensive
study and self-reflection to learn the lessons from
the conflict.

The Philippine experience does not fit easily into
conventional frameworks of nationbuilding or mili-
tary operations other than war, and efforts to do so
will probably lead to conclusions that will be so
simplified as to be either useless or dangerous.
These disclaimers aside, a study of the Philippine
War can teach today’s officers five essential lessons.
First, there is the absolutely vital lesson that guer-
rillas are not invulnerable. They are often disunited
and divided; they have a great deal of difficulty in
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sustaining continued popular support; their leaders are
often militarily and politically inept; and time is of-
ten on the side of the occupying forces.

A second lesson is that in a war that is essen-
tially a struggle over local control, the role of the lo-
cal commander—whether insurgent or American—
is crucial. In addition to the importance of an early
and constant integration of civil and military duties,
it is crucial to recognize the importance of local is-
sues. Senior leaders get all the attention, but in the
long run, they might be far less important to the his-
tory of Iraq than the dozens of officers administer-
ing local governments and putting together a new,
democratic nation.

 A third lesson concerns the unavoidable neces-
sity of controlling punitive or retaliatory policies. Quite
frankly, it is either naive or dishonest to pretend sol-
diers will continue to take casualties without re-
sponding or in some way retaliating. The likelihood
is that such retaliation will increase over time. Puni-
tive measures have always been part of U.S.
counterinsurgency operations, and U.S. command-
ers and their opponents have often described them
as highly effective.

A fourth lesson stresses the need for local auxil-
iaries, even if it means embracing rather unsavory

allies. We need more Macabebe Scouts, and we
have to be willing to accept the fact that their be-
havior will sometimes be motivated by revenge, tribal
vendettas, or bad character.

Finally, as an institution, the U.S. Army must study
guerrilla, revolutionary, insurgent, and unconventional
warfare. The Army’s distaste for professional edu-
cation in anything other than large-scale conventional
conflicts has been a part of its culture for centuries.
Ironically, over the last decade, while the Army has
focused on future warfare and peacekeeping, Ma-
rine Corps students at the School of Advanced
Warfighting have been studying the Army’s most
successful counterinsurgency campaigns.

Praising the initiative, common sense, and prag-
matism U.S. soldiers have demonstrated in recent
nationbuilding and pacification operations is appro-
priate, but it is worth asking whether they might
have done even better if they had been helped by a
stronger institutional commitment and more profes-
sional education. If and when the Army decides to
focus on the “small war” duties it is actually per-
forming, rather than on the hypothetical “big war”
it spends so much time preparing for, it would do
well to heed Kaplan’s advice: “Remember the
Philippines.” MR
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